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Chapter 1







“It is as ambrosia; the taste of man’s flesh be like nothing you can imagine, but you’ll know it for truth soon enough. Judge me now, but yea, your own judgment cometh this moon,” I read.

I flipped the dog-eared paperback’s cover over: Street and Smith, c. 1890, New York.

“Poor bastards,” I sighed. “Twenty years gone . . . did you end up in the bellies of the werewolves when the world went to hell, or wearing the fur yourselves?”

I glanced up from the battered book; the moon sat full and gloating in the afternoon sky. A sudden updraft threatened to send me tumbling from my perch, causing me to shut the old dime-store novel tight before its pages were torn away. My legs, honed by years of clambering all over the Heaven’s Grace while she thundered through the air, locked down hard and clutched the collection vane as the errant wind buffeted me. The extra weight from my metal-lined work clothes helped to keep me steady on the swaying column. Closing my eyes, I reached out with senses sharpened by years of working the storms, feeling for any hint that the curse of clear skies would be broken soon, any tickle of humidity on my skin or face. But the wind was dry, harsh, and unaccountably hot for April. The hundreds of vanes and lightning rods jutting up from roofs across the city were like the skeletal, cobweb-strewn branches of a dying forest begging for the rains to come and give them life once more.

As the parched wind died down, I heard my name called out. “Eli! What are you doing up there?”

I craned my neck and looked back over my shoulder. Twenty feet below, Henry, the other brakeman that shared my berth on the Heaven’s Grace, inched his way up the back of the towering vane’s main column toward me. I’d been so intent on reading about the beasts that I hadn’t heard him climbing up. Whereas I’d barely even bothered to secure myself when I ascended, Henry was using every nook and cranny that he could to anchor his tether. Despite the fact that our jobs called for us to cling to the side of a steel behemoth barreling through the air a mile up, my friend had an incredible fear of heights.

“Oh, just enjoying the sunlight and a good book.”

Truthfully, up here was also a good place to die if you weren’t careful. Although there were belaying loops spaced along the length of the three-hundred-foot shaft, it wasn’t exactly sane to climb the huge vanes. We were actually safer working on the windswept sides of our Thunder Train, what with her complicated safety system of cables and pulleys.

On the moisture vanes, you had to free climb between the various anchoring points. The flimsy, almost invisible sails of leaching silk stretched between the crossbeams would never save a man falling through them; it’d be like trying to catch a horse with a spider’s web. Not that the vanes themselves were much better. While the steel shafts of the city’s air wells were fairly thick, they were hollow to allow the condensed water to flow down into the reservoir within Wardenclyffe. Each footstep set the vanes to wavering, and it was a deadly game just predicting when the wind would pick up and add to the fun.

“I wouldn’t use that one,” I said as Henry’s foot fumbled for a rust-covered protrusion.

Wardenclyffe was the first of the salvation cities, designed and built by Tesla before he went missing during the Blood Panic. The fifteen years since it had lifted off the ground hadn’t been kind to it. Rust had an unholy love for the city’s superstructure, spreading faster than fire through dry grass and outpacing the constant efforts to repair the damage. It was a wonder the old girl was still aloft at all. None of the cities had been meant to stay up this long, but that didn’t matter much to the residents when allowing it to crash meant more than just bracing for impact. The same critters that had sent us high tailing it for the clouds still stalked the Earth below, and none of us were too anxious to meet them nose to muzzle.

For a moment it looked like Henry was going to ignore my climbing advice with mulish stubbornness. His boot tip scraped against the errant edge, sending a shower of grime and corroded metal flakes down. It was enough to make him reconsider putting his weight on it.

“Where shall I put my foot, oh ascended one?”

“Try that beam yonder.”

Henry snorted in disbelief at where I pointed. “That’s a four foot jump over thin air!”

Shrugging, I leaned back, making a show of hoisting the yellowing paperback up to read, using it as a distraction so that I could click the hook at the end of my tether into a belaying loop behind me. It felt odd to be anchored when I was used to being so free up here, but I was already going to take a chance with both our lives. “Suit yourself. I’ll just go back to enjoying my afternoon reading while I still got some light left.”

The blood drained from Henry’s face when he recognized the book. “Where did you get that?”

“This old thing?” I asked, holding out the paperback so I was sure he could read the title on its wrinkled spine: The True Confessions of the Beast. “I found it lying on my bunk. I’m just lucky I ain’t counting on getting in good with the Tellurians. They do seem to take a dim view on this kind of reading material, don’t they?”

“Give it back,” Henry demanded, the color returning to his cheeks when he realized I was teasing him.

We both knew that the book was his; if he was caught with it he’d endanger his upcoming apprenticeship with the secretive scientific order. Although works like it weren’t exactly illegal, most decent folks looked down their noses at such things. In particular, the storm prophets seemed to have an aversion to the lurid true-horror stories, as if they thought ignoring the werewolves lurking in the forests below would make them disappear.

“Sure thing,” I said with another shrug. I closed the book and dangled it above him like bait on a hook. “All you got to do is come and get it.”

Henry cussed me out for a good minute, and I smiled through the whole tirade. We’d been friends for almost eleven years—ever since Maude had landed the Heaven’s Grace on the grounding trestle of a very startled Wardenclyffe—and in all that time I’d tried again and again to break his crazy fear of heights. Maude said it was the Lord’s own prank that the majority of people living on a city that drifted through the sky had a knee-quaking fear of being reminded honest dirt was a couple of miles down.

“I can’t make that jump,” Henry growled through his gritted teeth.

The terror of what I was asking him to do was etched across his face, yet I was damned if I was going to let that fear roost in his heart forever. I might lose him to the Tellurians soon, but I was determined to give him a going-away present, even if it was one he didn’t particularly want. If I could break Henry out of the terror’s grip, I was sure his life would be better for it; I figured no man should go through life skittish like that. Fear robbed your backbone of its stiffness and had a habit of creeping into every part of your life once you let it in the front door.

“Sure you can. If I can make it wearing forty pounds of this damned hot-suit then you’ll be fine. How do you think I got up here in the first place?”

“My first guess would be the Devil gave you a boost out of professional courtesy,” Henry grumbled as he unhooked himself. Tensing his legs, he gauged the distance to the ledge, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he dry swallowed a few times. With a strangled cry, he leapt.

Before his feet had even left their perch I saw the hesitation, the unconscious betrayal of his muscles to fear. Henry held back, leaping with less strength than needed, guaranteeing he’d come up short and plummet to his death. I could see on his face as soon as he was in the air that he knew he’d misjudged his jump.

I’d figured fear might turn his legs to jelly and launched myself downward at the same time he jumped. Henry came up a full foot short of the ledge as I plummeted toward him, grabbing for his flailing arms. I caught the coarse linen of his shirt as the tether yanked painfully at the harness I wore under my jacket, bringing us both to a sudden, agonizing stop as gravity took over. While he jerked around in sheer terror, I scrambled to get a more secure hold on him, his weight nearly tearing my arms out of their sockets. But he realized quickly enough what was going on, and his fingers latched onto my forearms like iron vises.

“Damn your eyes, you stupid bastard!” he shouted into my upside down face as we swung back and forth from the leftover momentum of his jump, my booted feet wrapping around the line above and keeping our arc under control.

Henry used every curse word in the book and created a couple of new ones as I used my feet to swing us toward another crossbeam below. Still upside down, I hooked his dangling tether’s hook into a belaying loop. He clutched the crossbeam, his eyes closed against his terror. Henry was quietly weeping, trying to keep me from hearing. With a leaden feeling in my gut I realized I’d gone too far and only worsened things. Damn it.

“Give me the book, Eli,” Henry pled, burying his face in the rusting flakes of the vane’s support to hide a sob.

I’d pushed him too hard, and I felt like a horse’s ass thanks to it. I found myself hoping he’d punch me; it would have been preferable to the muffled misery I was hearing. I’d have eagerly taken a bloody nose in exchange for seeing him beat his fear.

Without another word or taunt I swung to him, righting myself by shifting my weight against the canvas-covered steel cable of my tether. I held out the book, and he loosened his grip on the moisture vane enough to snatch the paperback from my hand and tuck it into his coat.

“Sorry, Henry.”

“You’re an asshole,” he sniffled, getting his bearings back and loosening his grip slightly on the support. Although we both knew I’d seen the tears, it was an unspoken agreement that it’d be better if we both pretend I hadn’t.

“Yeah, pretty much,” I agreed, relieved that he was angry with me. I’d take that over terror any day of the week, and twice on Sunday. My hangdog tone elicited a snort of laughter from Henry, brief, but enough to let me know he’d be okay. “What were you doing with that potboiler, anyway? You study hard to become a Tellurian just to give it up the next day?”

“None of your business.”

“Aw, come on,” I wheedled, eager to keep his mind on other things. “Who am I going to tell? I’m too much of a bastard to have any other friends. Where did you even get a copy? I thought they burned all those kinds of ‘werewolf confession’ books a long time ago. Even the Library doesn’t have them.”

A sly grin slipped over Henry’s face. “You’d have to pass the Tellurian tests for me to tell you.”

I snorted in disbelief. “One of the storm prophets gave it to you? Don’t shovel shit my way and say it’s roses.”

Despite his precarious position, Henry still managed to look smug. “Believe whatever you want, Eli. But knowledge is power, and no one’s got more of both than the Tellurians. They’ve got quite the collection of lost manuscripts about the beasts.”

“This? Seriously? A throwaway, dime-store piece of trash? This is the best they got? Hang on, I’ve got a ‘lost manuscript’ about Billy the Kid’s underwear stains somewhere under my bunk that’ll make you the envy of the schoolhouse.”

Despite my mocking, I suspected that somewhere in Henry’s egotistical boast there was a kernel of truth. It made me queasy with the implications. If he’d really gotten the book from them, it meant the Tellurians weren’t just hoarding technical knowledge, and their snootiness toward horror stories written during the Blood Panic was a blind to cover them snatching the books up for themselves. A phrase that Maude had once spit out at the chow table to the other engineers about the storm prophets echoed with ominous overtones in my head: ‘the man who wants you stupid is the man who wants to be your master.’

The Tellurians had used their monopoly on the inner workings of Wardenclyffe to pretty much dominate everything, tightening their grip as more of the machines that kept the city aloft malfunctioned and fewer storms were harvested. Obviously, the power core of the city still worked, caressing the giant squall tubes underneath with constant bursts of lightning, or we’d all be on the ground and easy meat for the furbacks.

But parts of Wardenclyffe had clear rusted off in the last few years, falling away from the aging superstructure and creating a couple of gaps in the city that had to be cordoned off. Maude figured the storm prophets let the pieces drop to intimidate folks, and damned if it hadn’t worked. The lawmen steered clear of Tellurians, and they were pretty much untouchable.

Church bells interrupted my ruminations and startled both of us, nearly causing Henry to let go of the vane. There were no services to be called; ever since the Brimstone Riots brought down half the salvation cities in 1899, religion had kept to itself for the most part, private and out of sight. There was only one reason for the bells to ring these days: company had come calling.

“Where is it?” Henry asked as we both scanned the cloudless sky in all directions.

I pulled my tinted flight goggles down to block the glare of the dying sun reflecting off the city, cursing the fact I’d left my blinders back on the Heaven’s Grace. Without the treated engineer lenses that let me see the tell-tale pulse of telluric echoes, it took a few minutes to finally detect the glint of steel and lightning far in the distance that heralded the arrival of a Thunder Train.

“There, it’s coming in from over there!” I hollered.

It had been a year since we’d lost telepulse contact with Carnegie City, and longer still since we’d heard from any of the other sputtering beacons of humanity. There were ugly, vicious rumors that festered round the saloons that claimed the rest of the cities had crashed. It was a chilling thought that we might very well be the last people left in the world.

In addition to breaking our isolation, the arrival of a Double T brought with it the essence of life itself: storms. Tempests trailed the flying trains like hungry hounds, drawn in by the electromagnetic wakes to the cities that leached them dry for power. We’d passed over the Sierra Nevadas during winter, and that was the last we’d seen of any storms, leaving us high and dry as we drifted listlessly across the Sacramento Valley.

If someone else had found us, it meant they’d flown through lightning-drenched skies to stay airborne, which meant our damned drought was going to end soon as the clouds caught up with them.

“Wait a minute; something’s wrong. She ain’t supposed to be listing like that . . .”

Henry was right; the incoming Thunder Train’s flight path looked a bit squirrelly. Instead of the graceful arcs back and forth as it rode the echoes of the telluric currents below, the newcomer was shuddering, the engine car shaking visibly even at this distance. As she jackknifed to the side, I saw the train was missing most of her load save for the fuel tender and one cargo car, shorn raggedly in half. I couldn’t hear the tortured screams of her steel frame as it twisted back and forth through the air, but it was obvious the old girl was out of control and tearing herself apart, coming in way too fast.

The train bulled her way through the sky toward us, growing disturbingly larger every second. Although she twisted under a lack of control, it was clear that some idiot had stoked the furnace. The pistons churned madly, spinning the wheels that powered the ancillary generators. But she was still crackling with the energy of a recent pass through the clouds. It was a dangerous combination.

“They’re insane,” Henry said, shaking his head.

No Double T was meant to run without lightning’s caress for long. The boiler system was a backup for clear skies, a useful relic from back when the trains had actually run on rails instead of thin air. But only a blasted fool would use both the furnace and the storms at once. Although together they were capable of shooting a Double T ahead like greased lightning, it’d blow out the squall tubes that kept the hundred tons of steel aloft and barreling ahead. The tubes going critical would end with a spectacular explosion that could tear a new hole in the Devil’s ass.

“Holy shit, she’s heading right for us!” Henry yelled, eyes wide with terror as we braced for the deadly impact.

The air groaned with dead weight and dread as the Double T grew to fill our sight. She passed so close to us that I could read the lettering on her engine’s side: Shrieking Sally. I almost reached out to touch the hundred tons of steel flashing by before the shock wave from the violent passage hit me, nearly yanking me off the collection vane and sending me spinning in her wake. Henry wailed in terror as the tender and ruined cargo car passed by in the blink of an eye, missing us by scant inches.

The Shrieking Sally lived up to her name, plowing into several of the crowded brick buildings below with an awful sound. The Double T slammed through them at a forty-five-degree angle, shattering brick and wood like a giant’s fist through glass, and throwing up a wall of debris in her wake. The train came to a sudden and violent stop when she hit the steel superstructure of the city’s skeleton beneath the buildings. Her boiler buckled under the pressure of the impact and exploded, sending hot shrapnel far and wide as the Thunder Train tore herself apart.

Thankfully, the squall tubes hadn’t reached critical overcharge yet, or it would have been much, much worse. Scalding steam, shattered brick, and hot metal peppered the base of the collection vane we were clinging to, which was already groaning from the near miss. Somehow, the swaying column didn’t give out and send us plunging to our deaths.

Other folks weren’t as lucky.

Space was at a premium on Wardenclyffe; people built up more than out, with only the edges of the city having any kind of free space. The buildings that the Shrieking Sally had plowed into were bound to be filled with people. Although I couldn’t hear them screaming this high up, my belly turned at the thought of how many had just died. The impact alone would have been devastating, but the boiler explosion made it much worse. How far had she penetrated through the city’s base? Wardenclyffe was only a couple of hundred feet of metal and wood in some spots, and if the damage was bad enough, we might actually be facing a structural split that could down the whole salvation city in one go.

“Come on, Henry. We got us a job to do.”

Even if we had to use spit and bailing wire, somehow, we had to keep Wardenclyffe together. There’d be emergency crews on the way, but we were right there already. I was damned if I’d sit idly by while the city and her people died.

Rather than argue with me, my friend nodded in agreement.

Our descent was dangerous, and I refused to coddle Henry. We set up a series of swing-downs where each of us acted as an anchor point for the other, tethered together with one man hanging on to a crossbeam as the other swung out and down to a lower spot in the structure, before doing the same over the new lower anchor man. It was a brutal impact when we hit the column, and more than once I nearly lost a few teeth from it. Henry impressed me by not whimpering once; he just set his jaw and went to it. I swore then and there to never make fun of his fear again. When the chips were down, he had the courage needed. You couldn’t ask more of a man than that.

The moans of the wounded greeted us as we covered the last hundred feet to the close-set wooden planks and crowded buildings that served as Wardenclyffe’s ground level. There were bodies lying motionless everywhere around the hovels the Double T had crashed into, flung all over by the boiler’s detonation; it was cold comfort that the train hadn’t hit the Heights nearer the center of Wardenclyffe, with its buildings piled on top of each other hundreds of feet in the air. This far out toward the city’s edge there were less places built up, so not as many dead and dying.

It was still a scene straight out of hell.

My brain refused to show it to me all at once as I instinctively recoiled my tether. Around the perimeter of the impact area there were a few folks that stirred, although they’d been horribly burned and torn up by scalding steam and shrapnel from the explosion. We dragged the injured clear of the tangled, burning wreckage of buildings and train as best we could, working without words. Motionless bodies lay everywhere, outnumbering the living ten to one. While part of me screamed to check the city’s structural integrity, no decent man could walk by another person writhing on the ground in agony and just look away. Frantically ringing bells in the distance told us the fire brigade and lawmen were on their way, but they’d be clogged up in the narrow streets with confused folks who’d rushed out in panic at the city-shuddering crash. Around us locals emerged from their concussion-rocked homes, glassy-eyed and staring around with shocked expressions.

“That’s the last,” Henry gasped, letting go of an unconscious man’s arms he’d hauled free. In five minutes of furious activity, we’d pulled nearly a dozen wounded people out of the twisted mess of brick, wood, and steel. But there was nothing else we could do for them. They bled and twitched, and some even woke up long enough to scream a bit before falling back into blessed darkness. I had no clue how to help; vaguely I remembered something about bandages and hot water, but I’d never been much interested in doctoring. My ignorant ministrations would have been as bad as the explosion itself.

“Has to be. Can’t be any more. Can’t imagine anyone closer lived through that,” I wheezed, exhausted.

A crashing sound deep in the tangled wreckage called me a liar. With a groan, I exchanged a knowing look with Henry.

Despite our weariness, we began to pick our way through the labyrinth of collapsed buildings and debris around the impact crater.

“Watch it!” Henry warned, grabbing my arm and yanking me to the side as a girder gave out underneath my feet.

I whistled in grim appreciation as the rusted beam crashed down twenty feet below into a nasty-looking knot of iron and steel. After scrambling over a collapsed brick wall, we found an open area around the actual impact point of the Shrieking Sally, a fairly open area cleared by the boiler’s explosion. The Double T’s wrecked cargo car loomed over us as we approached, bent at an odd angle, and jammed straight through into the tender car like locomotive lovemaking gone hideously wrong. The oddly-mated cars had been blown clean off from the engine when the boiler blew.

We rounded their mess to find the remnants of the engine itself deeply embedded in a collapsed section, mostly hidden from sight and surrounded by a growing fire whose heat made us sweat like the Devil in church. Broken squall tubes leaked out their viscous black fluid into scattered puddles. Around us corpses lay twisted and broken, their mangled, half-cooked bodies splayed and roasting in the growing fires.

“Anybody there?” Henry called down to where the engine’s wreckage lay while we tried to work our way through the bodies and debris. It seemed impossible that anyone could have survived this close to the blast. I tripped over a body half-buried in the rubble that wore reinforced jacket and britches like mine. He’d been a fellow brakeman, one of the doomed crew of the Shrieking Sally.

“Shiftless bastard,” I muttered without pity, thinking of the salt-crusted squall tubes I’d seen studding the doomed engine. If his engineer was half as worthless as he, it was no wonder they’d rammed the city with an out-of-control Double T. Their laziness had cost hundreds of innocent folks their lives.

Despite the growing heat, I felt my stomach grow cold in terror when I realized the corpse’s wounds weren’t from the crash.

“Let go of my arm, Eli,” Henry mumbled irritably as I tried to pull him down and stop him from calling out again.

“Shut. Up,” I whispered. Not that there was any point. The damned thing had to know we were here. I pointed down to the corpse I’d fallen over. Henry went silent, his eyes wide.

The man’s flesh had been flash-fried when the boiler had exploded, but something else had murdered him before that. Jagged rips in his hot-suit went through skin and down into muscle to the bone in a way no explosion could have produced. His shoulder had the meat gnawed away, and he’d been gutted by savage claws seeking the soft meat.

A sound of tearing metal, this one louder than the first, came from the nearby crater, followed by the racket of something trying to wrench its way free of the wreckage. The fading light of the setting sun was bolstered by the full moon overhead and the growing fires around us, but none of them penetrated into the heart of the dark pit where the noises were coming from.

A throaty howl echoed out to greet the dying of the day. We crouched, rooted in place, our breathing ragged, knowing without a doubt that we were dead men. One of the beasts that had driven humanity from the surface of the Earth had found its way up here.

There was a werewolf loose on Wardenclyffe.
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Chapter 2







“What do we do, Eli?”

“Oh, because I’m going to know? You’re the one sneaking around with books where the infected wax poetic about themselves.”

The upended tender and shattered cargo car were behind us now, with the crater of the Double T’s engine in front. Broken pistons and scrap were scattered everywhere, none of which were made of silver, rendering them useless against a werewolf. The wolves were tough as hell, and they could ignore or heal damn near any wound short of decapitation unless it was inflicted with silver. Hitting one with a makeshift club would be like poking at an angry bear with a short stick to try and kill it. Only not as smart, and a bit less effective.

“Let’s see . . . they get stronger and meaner the fuller the moon,” Henry said.

We looked up above where Luna hung in the sky, bloated as a pale tick.

“Yeah. That’s all kinds of useful.”

“Damn it, Eli, I’m trying here!”

“We can always run.”

“It’ll chase us.”

“And what’ll it do if we stay still? Give us posies and ask us to the dance?”

“Um . . . good point.”

The wooden planks under our feet shuddered as we started backing away. A terrible screech filled the air, and the train cars shifted behind us, metal protesting as gravity claimed its due on the angled wreck. The entwined mess crashed down into the weakened boards we’d just crossed, snapping them like rotten twigs, and smashing its way deeper into the superstructure as the wreckage’s weight settled. A burst of flame shot from the pit as the tender broke open on impact, sending up a geyser of burning coal and timber that pattered down. What had started as a few flickering patches of flame surged with the fresh fuel, and an inferno flared up around us.

“Did I piss on a preacher’s head this morning?” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

There was a twenty-foot gap of burning debris that cut off the escape route behind us, and an impact crater containing a werewolf in front of us. We had to step forward as the planking under our feet gave a warning crack.

“Alright, so that ain’t going to work so well anymore,” I coughed through the acrid smoke that was clogging the air. I’d left my suit’s heavy hood and respirator back on the Heaven’s Grace, as there wasn’t much call for it when I wasn’t on chipping duty.

The blaze was spreading quickly, catching on the pitch used to waterproof the wooden boards. I heard the fire brigade out somewhere beyond the smoke, battling the blaze; I hoped they got here fast, not just for us, but for the city itself. The werewolf wasn’t the greatest danger to Wardenclyffe now. An uncontrolled fire could sweep through the city, weakening its already battered structural integrity. We’d be nothing more than an artificial sun in the night sky before the city broke apart and plummeted to its fiery doom.

A strangled howl, halfway between a snarl and something more pitiful, made us jump like scared kids. Fire pushing at our backs, we crept closer to investigate. If we were going to die, we might as well face the beast as men, rather than running into the flames like frightened animals. Henry had always wanted to see one of these things up close, and I figured every man deserved a last wish before death.

The lip of the impact crater was actually steadier and safer than the planks behind us. Due to the force of the boiler’s explosion, the coal in its ruptured furnace had been flung away in an arc behind it. The remaining embers in the pit had been extinguished by the steam blast washing over it, leaving the wreckage relatively fire-free. While that meant shelter from the inferno growing around us, the savage thing we saw at the bottom of the pit erased all thoughts of safety, and made sprinting through the blazing fire a tempting alternative.

It was immediately obvious why we weren’t quite dinner yet. The werewolf had been impaled on several twisted girders and pipes sticking out from the wrecked section of the city’s superstructure, the force of the explosion skewering the beast’s body on makeshift spikes across the crater from us. It thrashed against its impalement, alternating whining snarls with howls of torment and fury as it tried to free itself.

Werewolves stood anywhere from six to ten feet tall depending on their original form, the hunched shape a hulking cross between a real wolf and a human. This one was on the smallish side at ‘only’ seven feet or so, but that didn’t make it any less frightening. Patches of its black-streaked auburn fur had been blasted off by the boiler explosion, and the flesh underneath had been well and truly broiled as well. The rear legs were crooked like a normal wolf, well suited to running down prey, but the arms were more like a man’s, albeit overly muscled and furred. The powerful forearms had all-too-human hands that tapered to long grasping fingers, ending in jagged claws more akin to a cat’s shredding talons than any canine’s nails.

Its head was a perfect lupine silhouette, nestled in a tangle of fur, and muscled shoulders wide as a wagon’s axle. The ears were in a sorry state, one only being half there, and the other shorn clean off by the shrapnel from the blast. The howler’s eyes had burst from the force of the explosion, and now were nothing more than disgusting fluid leaking down from the sockets and matting its fur.

The werewolf turned its blind head toward us as the wood underfoot creaked with our weight. It snarled, revealing enough teeth left over from the explosion to still take a good chunk out of any idiot that wandered close. Worse yet, I could see new teeth replacing the missing ones, the sharp white tips peeking through bloody gums and pushing their way out. The bubbling corruption in its eye sockets began to form into globular shapes as it regenerated the damage, and its lean snout raised to the air with nostrils quivering, taking in our scent. The din from the fire, the collapsing debris, and the folks fighting it from the other side were loud enough that I had to shout at Henry to be heard.

“We’ve got to get over there and climb up out of this mess!”

I pointed to where the engine’s angled impact had driven down and pulverized the bricks of the buildings into a crude firebreak, a gap in the circle of flames and thick choking smoke. It was a relatively safe embankment to scale, the only danger being slipping on debris and impaling ourselves on all the junk sticking out of the slope.

Well, maybe not the only danger.

“Are you insane?” Henry shouted back. “I’d rather roast!”

The glaring problem with my plan was that to get to the embankment on the other side, we had to first climb down and pass within arm’s length of the werewolf where it twisted and snarled. The slope rose behind the critter, taunting us with safety, guarded by danger that made burning to death kindly appealing. But there was no helping it; the blaze was licking at our boot heels.

“We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do,” I said, unwinding the tether from around me and unclasping it from the safety harness. Fighting against the steel cable’s resistance, I managed to twist the end into a usable loop. “I’ll try to catch the howler’s arm with this; once it’s tangled up, you shoot up there like greased lightning! After you get to safety, I’ll toss the other end up to you, and then you can try and keep it from gutting me too.”

Over the racket of the wolf and the fire, I couldn’t hear what Henry muttered; no matter his objections though, he still climbed down the exposed beams into the pit. As we blundered down into its vicinity, the werewolf began a steady growl, the volume rising as we approached. Although its eyes were mending themselves, the wolf was still blind. It could smell us well enough though, and I heard its belly rumbling in rabid hunger as the massive head swiveled to track us.

While it had feasted well on the crew of the Shrieking Sally, the werewolf was getting lean again, thinning as muscle mass was consumed by its voracious body to repair the damage done by the crash. The healing was sapping its supernatural strength, and I caught myself hoping that it’d be too weak to pull free from the spikes. But the consumption didn’t look like it was going to take the wolf down so easily. Every step closer we got, the werewolf yanked and clawed harder at the spears of metal pinning it, insane hunger lending a frenzied energy to the struggles.

“Go! Go!” I urged Henry, pushing him to where there was the widest space between the beast’s claws and the wall. He crept forward, but shrank back as the impaled wolf wrinkled its muzzle and snarled. When the howler’s clawed hand lunged for Henry, I stuck out my makeshift lasso. It groped for the cable in a blind rage, slashing at it, and I yelled in triumph as the struggle caused it to slip the hand right through the loop.

I pulled back, hard, and tightened the cable around the werewolf’s wrist as best I could. The beast howled in protest and struggled against my grip, nearly yanking me forward into its waiting maw. I leaned back, feet scrabbling on the exposed pipes and rubble, knowing that the loose loop on the wrist would slip off the instant the wolf stopped pulling back against it.

“Feel free to run past, Henry. Anytime. Go, damn it!”

My friend edged around the thrashing claws as best he could; luckily for him the critter was angrier at me than at the prey dancing next to it. Although the claws passed close to him a couple of times, I managed to keep Henry from getting gored. He scrambled up the rubble like a scared jackrabbit, pausing about halfway up.

“Toss me your end!” he called out.

But it was already too late.

The cable loop had never cinched properly; it slipped off the wolf’s claw during the struggle, freeing its arm. Enraged beyond measure, the werewolf redoubled its efforts to wrench free. One of the broken girders pinning it snapped off, and the thing lunged back and forth in a frenzy of frustrated pain and savage hunger. With its arm free, the beast could easily reach out and claw me if I tried the same route as Henry. He didn’t have the leverage from where he sat on the slope to fight the wolf’s strength either, even if we could trap one of its hands again. The only thing Henry would be able to do up there was get himself pulled back down into the waiting jaws of the werewolf.

Henry saw the bleak situation, but he stubbornly kept calling out for me to throw the tether to him. I refused, watching the furback pull itself closer and closer to freedom, its healing eyes spinning around as irises formed. I was close enough to smell the stench of decaying meat caught in its teeth, and there was little doubt I’d be stuck somewhere in there soon enough. I raised my eyes to the smoky sky, trying to concentrate on anything other than the wolf in my final moments.

A maniacal grin spread across my face.

Above, a lone support beam stuck out at a crooked angle from the rubble of the embankment. I shouted and pointed at it, and Henry got my meaning well enough. While the beast grunted with effort and hunger barely four feet ahead of me, I threw the end of my tether as hard as I could. Henry caught it and scrabbled up the slope, looping it around the exposed steel and tightening it. I didn’t know how sturdy the support beam was, but I had to risk it. The angle was a bad one, though. The girder didn’t stick out straight above, which meant that instead of shimmying up safe from the beast, I’d have to do something really stupid.

I was going to use the werewolf’s head as a stepladder.

“Hurry!” Henry said, but I didn’t need the encouragement. I made sure the tether wasn’t hooked to my harness, just in case the furback caught hold of it, leaned back, and put my full weight against the angled cable. The anchoring beam didn’t shift.

I jumped back as far as I could to get extra momentum on the tether and, with a shout of suicidal defiance, swung forward into the wolf’s face, feet first.

My heavy work boots hit the vulnerable muzzle and head square with my full weight behind them. With a yelp of pain and rage, the beast was driven back into the jutting metal debris once more. Fresh blood gushed out, but as we hit the embankment together the jolt caused my grip to slip. My lower body slid down to dangle my legs in front of the critter’s muzzle. As I struggled to find my footing and pull myself up, the wolf regained its senses and snapped at me with its teeth. It was still blind though, and couldn’t get a good angle to latch on with its fanged maw. The howler’s wild strikes caught on the chain mesh woven into my hot-suit and slashed across the heavy canvas without finding skin. I’d figured the shock of me hitting it, along with the protection afforded by the heavy jacket and britches, gave me a decent chance of escaping without getting eaten. And it almost worked.

Almost.
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Chapter 3







A bolt of sheer agony shot up my right leg and nearly made me pass out. The werewolf’s teeth bit into my upper thigh, at a thinner section of chain mail.

At first, I thought the beast had torn the flesh free. I realized, though, that it had latched on in a death grip, intending to take my entire leg off. Looking down, I found its malevolent red gaze boring into me; the fully healed eyes locking onto mine with a dread promise in them that mesmerized me for a second. The beast was crazed with pain at being trapped again, its arms convulsing uselessly where they had been pinioned, but its teeth were deep in the meat of my thigh. It shook me like a rag doll, ripping through both chain mail and skin.

“Let go, you furry bastard!” I yelled, and brought my left boot up high to crash down on its head again and again.

Henry leaned over with a broken pipe and beat on the creature as well, both of us raining down blow after heavy blow straight into the wolf’s muzzle and head. Its grip slackened, and Henry pulled back hard on my tether.

I felt a chunk of my inner thigh rip free with an awful tearing sound that would have given a butcher nightmares, and then suddenly the pressure was gone. I nearly blacked out from pain as Henry grabbed my harness and manhandled me up the slope, out of the reach of the furious werewolf. It struggled twice as hard for freedom, the blood in its mouth egging it on. The furback had tasted its prey, so very close, and it was driving the wolf insane with hunger.

This time it was freeing itself much faster.

“Stop, stop,” I mumbled to Henry as he dragged me up the slope. I was leaving behind an obvious blood trail, and the light-headedness clenched it.

Henry needed to get away—had to get away—before the thing caught us. I was just weighing him down.

“No, you’re alright, it was just a small bite, sometimes it don’t turn people, you’ll be fine, you’ll be okay,” Henry babbled, tears streaming down his face.

But we both knew better. Even now I could feel the flesh puckering up around the bite mark, and the blood flow tapering off. The disease was in my bloodstream and racing through me under the full moon. I didn’t need a doctor to tell me that I was a goner. There was nothing that could stop it.

“I got bit!” I said, grabbing Henry by his shoulders and shaking him. “Run, damn it; I’m good as dead already!”

“No!” Henry shouted back in my face. With a burst of desperate strength, he dragged me over the lip of the slope and into the ruined building whose foundations the Shrieking Sally had come to rest in. The mortally wounded structure groaned around us, promising that soon the whole thing would collapse in on the impact crater. For a second, I held hope it would, trapping the wolf down there.

But this just wasn’t my lucky day. Below, I heard the sickening sounds of the werewolf wrenching itself clear of its impaling prison. The beast gave a long, drawn-out howl of victory, a throaty roar of freedom, rage . . . and hunger.

“Get up, Eli! Come on, we’ve got to get away from here!” Henry was wild with anxiety and denial.

“Leave me be,” I snarled, pushing him away and grabbing a broken board that lay nearby. Hissing with pain, I used the wood as a crutch to prop myself up.

Putting my weight on the board, I hobbled forward a step. The bleeding from the bite had already stopped, and the blood was clotted up and sticky. That wasn’t good at all. I’d been gushing like a fountain only seconds before. It wasn’t natural. My belly growled in warning, letting me know that there was a price for such unholy healing.

Something was off. In all the stories, I’d never heard about the disease spreading so quickly, healing a victim so rapidly. It took days, weeks, before bites would be on the mend; sometimes folks were laid up the entire month after. What was different for me? Was it because the moon was high, forcing the infection to burn through me faster? No, it couldn’t be; it wasn’t like those first folks bitten by howlers weren’t dying under a full moon. I shook my head to clear it, trying to concentrate on the here and now. It really didn’t matter; the important thing was that there was no denying the situation.

I was infected.

“Leave me,” I said. “Go on, get. I’m done for, and you damn well know it.”

The stubborn bastard refused, planting his feet and crossing his arms. I heard the beast scrabbling up the rubble behind us only to fall back again, the unsteady slope proving difficult for its misshapen limbs and weight. The debris wouldn’t slow it down for long though, and soon enough it’d get out.

“Please, Henry. I’m begging you. For the love of your own fool skin: run!”

In answer, he shoved his shoulder up under my right arm, forcing me to hold onto him and taking the weight off my injured leg. “Not going without you, nope. Sorry, Eli. This time I’m not letting you push me around.”

I felt like knocking him over the head, but instead I just settled for a heavy sigh. “You know I’m just dead weight. I don’t want you torn up on account of me.”

The bleeding had stopped from the wound, but it still burned like old Scratch was jabbing at me with his pitchfork. Henry half-dragged me toward a door hanging by a single hinge, a narrow street visible beyond its splintered frame.

As he kicked it open, we heard the werewolf reach the lip of the embankment behind us. The thick haze from the inferno had blanketed everything with choking smoke, and we couldn’t see how close the thing was. Our only hope was that the smoke would foul the wolf’s sensitive nose as much as our vision.

“Time to go faster,” I said, putting my weight on the makeshift crutch with a grunt. My brain damn near jumped out of my skull in rebellion, but the pain subsided quickly.

Too quickly.

I let the board fall and took another step forward. Despite the fact I shouldn’t have been able to stand at all, my leg held, if only just.

My eyebrows rose in an ‘I told you so’ expression that Henry ignored.

We moved as fast as we could down the street, with him helping me as I limped forward. But it wasn’t quick enough. The werewolf crashed through the door behind us, half-hidden in the smoke. Scarlet eyes glinted with evil intent as its gaze settled on us. A thicker cloud rolled up from the burning pit to obscure the beast.

“Run!” I screamed in blind panic, forcing my healing leg to hold my full weight.

We took off as fast as we could, each stride bringing less pain for me. Behind us, the clatter of claws on wood planks grew closer with each hammering heartbeat. Snarls and short barks of hunger echoed through the haze, and I could only pray that the smoke was thick enough to slow the creature down. We didn’t know where we were running and didn’t care either, as long as we got away from the demon behind us. Close-set buildings flashed by on either side with doors shut tight, barely a hand’s width apart, but after a few hectic seconds I noticed that there were fewer and fewer structures, and that the city’s wooden deck had started to angle gently upward. That could only mean—

“Look out!” I shouted, grabbing Henry’s shoulder and spinning him around in a different direction before he could stumble onto the grounding trestle.

I wasn’t so lucky, and my feet caught one of the electrified rails, sending jolts of sizzling energy through my body. The hot-suit grounded most of it, but, without the missing hood, my head suddenly had a thousand ticked-off bees banging around inside. I could smell my flesh start to cook before my jerking body fell back from the trestle. Though my brain was buzzing from the unprotected shock, I still knew how lucky I’d been. If I’d fallen forward onto the tracks with my head cover missing, I’d have been fried alive. Worse yet, if I’d gone sprawling and kept going forward past the tracks . . . well, getting electrocuted wasn’t so bad really, in comparison.

Bright moonlight cut through the smoke and Henry shrieked in terror, scooting back farther. In front of us were the raised rails of the grounding trestle, crackling with the stored electricity of the city’s giant batteries. But that wasn’t what sent Henry scuttling back. Not three feet beyond the charged trestle was empty air, a two-mile drop to the Earth below, and a messy end.

We’d reached the edge of the flying city. There was nowhere else to go, other than straight down.

Behind us, a low growl rumbled. The silhouette of the werewolf advanced, its twin red eyes burning with evil light. For a moment I was fascinated, and something deep within me stirred. The skeletal beast had grown back much of its auburn fur coat and enough flesh for us to clearly identify it as female.

In her own primal way, the critter had a terrible beauty, although the beast’s savage splendor was diminished by her starving form. She had fallen to all fours, tail straight out and bristling, the muscles in her arms and legs tensing. Her claws dug into the wood for traction, tearing up the planks as she got ready to rush us.

I scanned the ground, looking for something, anything. There was a bent pipe sticking up from the flooring boards nearby, a couple of inches in diameter and at most a foot in visible length. As a weapon, it was the most pathetic thing I’d ever seen, but it was all I had. It’d have to do.

With a burst of frantic strength, I wrenched the pipe away from its mooring, bringing up a section of old wood with it. I began banging it on the deck with a crazed look in my eyes, backing up the slight incline of the trestle until I felt tiny sparks jumping out from the nearest rail for my boot heels.

“Come on then, you mangy bitch! Come get me! Finish what you started!”

Behind me, I felt a chilly updraft blow on my sweaty neck, the deadly fall off Wardenclyffe only a few feet past the tracks. I was counting on a frenzied rush, a savage, hunger-filled charge that ignored any possible danger.

But the beast was smarter than that.

The wolf knew something was wrong. Somewhere deep in the back of her brain, human intelligence still lurked, and it was screaming that this was too easy. Prey didn’t taunt the predator. The furback stalked back and forth a few feet away, snarling, her lean, muscled shoulders and back tensed in suspicion as she gnashed her teeth. The fire-born haze had begun to clear as the inferno around the crash site was brought under control by the brigade. Hot saliva dripped from the werewolf’s jaws, teeth gnashing in anticipation.

Silhouetted by the moon and fires, she was a magnificently dreadful sight, a creature birthed from the depths of a nightmare, sleek and deadly. Henry stood nearby, hypnotized by the creature’s unearthly majesty as well. But she only had eyes for me. Just once she flicked a gaze his way, before I banged the pipe again to draw her attention back to me, taunting and hollering like a damn fool to make sure she stayed focused on me.

Henry’s eyes darted to my harness, suspecting I’d hooked myself in. But the tether had been left behind in the mad dash away from the crash site. There weren’t any tricks this time, no ways to save myself. I didn’t care. I’d been bitten; there was only one way that would end, and the fact that I could now stand upright confirmed it. I was a walking dead man. That freed me from thinking about my own hide anymore. If the beast leapt for me, I could roll her onto the electrified tracks, maybe even push her over the edge of the city. There was no chance I’d be able to escape the wolf’s grip no matter what happened. I’d be fried on the tracks without a complete hot-suit, or I’d fall to my death with the beast ripping my guts out. But Maude, Henry, all the folks in Wardenclyffe, everyone I knew and cared about, would be safe.

It was a fair price to pay.

“What are you doing, Eli?”

“Shut up,” I said, keeping the werewolf’s crimson gaze locked on mine. I could see her muscles tensing, and she paused in her pacing, teeth bared. The furback had just about enough of my taunts.

“Tell Maude I’m sorry for making her worry so much; tell the old biddy I love her. Tell her . . . the hell with it, she knows. Take care of her for me, will you?

“Goodbye, Henry.”

Time slowed as the furback leapt, jaws wide open and seeking my throat. I raised my pathetic weapon and prepared to roll with her lunge, but a strangled cry caught me off guard. As the werewolf charged me, so too had Henry. He hit me hard, pushing me to the side and out of the path of the beast, sacrificing his own body for mine.

The wolf’s jaws clamped down hard on his upraised left arm with a sickening sound of crushing bone. I screamed in denial as I saw the critter dig her feet in hard, breaking floorboards as she stopped the headlong rush into the trestle’s rails. She wrenched back, ripping Henry’s arm away at the elbow in a spray of gore. A surprised look spread over his face; Henry barely had time to feel the wound before the beast’s claws sunk into his body and dragged him into death’s waiting jaws.

I hit the ground rolling and was up in an instant. Before I could even start forward though, the hungry predator had torn several more chunks out of my friend’s side and belly, swallowing them whole in a frenzy of gorging. Blood was everywhere as the werewolf dug into her gruesome meal.

Henry started screaming. I hollered with him as I brought the pipe down with all the strength I could muster into the critter’s back. But nothing could stop her hunger now that fresh, screaming meat was in her jaws.

With an irritated swipe, the wolf sliced open my jacket and sent me tumbling back. Abandoning the pipe, I jumped onto the beast’s back, scratching for her eyes, and trying to wrestle the impossibly strong head and muzzle away from Henry’s ghastly wounds.

Agony lanced through my body as lightning struck the three of us.

My hot-suit shunted away most of the electricity, but my head was smoking for the second time that night as the voltage sent me tumbling, dazed and cross-eyed with pain. I was going to glue that goddamn hood to my head if I survived this.

The wolf and Henry had no such protection, and the indiscriminate lightning coursed through them with a gut wrenching sizzle. Both victim and killer fell into a heap together, shrieking in a wail that pierced the heavens. Another lightning bolt streaked horizontally into their bodies, a brilliant flash against the dark night that brought with it another ear-splitting crack of thunder. Henry and the howler thrashed uncontrollably, their hideous wailing cutting down into my very bones as their skin smoked.

Despite her injuries, the werewolf rose up to her hind legs, towering over my dying friend, and turned to face their attacker. I’d never seen such an expression of pure hatred on anything’s face before.

A bald Tellurian stepped forward from the smoke behind us, lit by the energies playing across his black leather-clad hands, his fingers working the blinding arcs cracking between the thick gloves much as a baker would knead dough. Concentric steel rings of inlaid copper lined the sleeves of his long, white, double-breasted lab coat, culminating in a pair of heavy steel bracers that covered each of his forearms. They crackled with energy from the multitudes of wires running up and over his arms and into the bulky battery he wore on his back, which in turn fed into twin copper and steel pauldrons that controlled the energy flow. Four small Tesla coils rose up from each armored shoulder, and tiny gears spaced along the contraption clicked in a series with miniaturized pistons below, sending whitish-blue sparks into the atmosphere and arcing down to the Tellurian’s bracers and gloves in a completed circuit that was awe-inspiring. Emotionless goggles, far more intricate than my flight pair, covered the man’s eyes. Combined with the respirator covering his mouth, the storm prophet’s vestments gave him an entirely inhuman appearance.

As the werewolf crouched to lunge, the Tellurian stretched out his fingers. Lightning flashed across the gap between them to strike both the wolf and Henry. Each gave another unearthly shriek, but while Henry curled up into a fetal ball, smoking and weeping, the beast snarled, fighting with terrible intensity against the pain as she was driven to the ground. The lightning arcs struck again and again in a blinding cascade, yet the furback refused to stay down, struggling up in defiant rage each time. Henry shrieked in unbridled pain as the bolts of energy arced from the critter into his unprotected body.

“Stop it, you’re killing him!” I yelled, running toward the storm prophet, my shoulder lowered to ram the son of a bitch to the ground. Without pause, the Tellurian turned his lightning on me. Despite the hot-suit’s protection, I went tumbling down as the vicious current flowed into me, locking my muscles up in torment.

Indistinct shapes moved behind the Tellurian. A dozen lawmen appeared in the glow of the prophet’s lightning, led by Marshal Harper. They held rifles and grim expressions that blanched when they saw the werewolf struggling to her feet again. A loose gun line formed as they took aim with their rifles at the unsteady howler.

“Fire!” came the command, and I managed to flip on my side and see the critter driven back by their bullets, each hit ripping open gaping wounds in the beast. The wounds healed almost as fast as they were made though, bleeding holes sealing themselves over right before our eyes.

“Change ammunition!” barked the marshal. “Silver load!”

Despite her bestial nature, the werewolf’s ears pricked up; somewhere inside her head the human intellect reared up enough to tell her to flee. The furback snarled and hopped backward over the grounding trestle, careful to avoid the rails. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The damn thing knew that the charged rails could hurt her!

As the lawmen chambered their silver bullets, the werewolf lowered her head and locked eyes with me, lips curled back and baring her teeth. There was something there, something beyond the hunger and rage, and my gut wrenched as something deep inside me responded. Her muzzle struggled to form a single word, against all odds.

“Mine . . .” she snarled, a clawed hand pointing at me.

The deputies shouldered their rifles again. When they drew a bead on it, the furback gave one last vicious roar of promise that made my stomach twist. The beast leapt backward, over the edge of the city into thin air.

I heard the howls of rage fading as she plummeted down to the ground. Despite being over a mile up in the air, I figured the critter wasn’t dead. Werewolves were notoriously hard to kill, and this one had survived a boiler explosion and managed to run us down for supper only minutes later.

The Tellurian paid no attention to the dozen, armed men around him as he brought his hands together in a prayer gesture, the arcing lightning growing fiercer until he had his palms pressed against each other. With an audible whine, the machinery studded across his lab coat cycled down, the coursing electricity becoming an occasional will o’ wisp that sparked across his insulated vestments.

“You alright, Elijah?” Marshal Harper asked, bending down and turning my face roughly to the right and left. He whistled low at the rips in my bloodied hot-suit and stared at the chain mail that dangled free. “Looks like it took a beating. This your blood, boy? Answer me!”

I managed to shake my head, looking over at Henry’s crumpled body. Most of the blood all over me was his, so technically I wasn’t lying, but even I knew that was a mighty fine hair to split. Henry’s ragged breathing made me hang my head in guilt; it amazed me that he was still alive at all. The marshal sighed as he followed my gaze. He double-checked his rifle’s ammunition as he rose.

“You’re lucky, boy,” he muttered down to me. “I’d hate to have to shoot you too.”

“Call me ‘boy’ again, Harper, and I’ll shove a Double T so far up your ass you’ll be spitting squall tubes for a week,” I growled through a throat raw from all the yelling.

After a startled moment, Harper called back to his men, “Yeah, this one’s fine, although he’s got a mighty fine temper on him.”

I was careful to not let the rip in my britches show. Henry had done his best to save me, and it’d be poor manners to volunteer to eat a silver bullet after what he’d just been through for me. The weak justification didn’t make me feel any less cowardly though, for not grabbing the lawman’s rifle and finishing myself off then and there.

Henry’s whimpering jerked me upright, and I saw the storm prophet standing above him, watching him writhe from the wolf-inflicted wounds. Unlike me, my friend showed no signs of rapidly healing his injuries. Without quick and near-miraculous medical attention, I doubted he’d last another minute.

With the goggles and respirator in place, there was no way to tell the Tellurian’s expression as he gazed down at my friend. But I was not so restrained.

“You goddamn son of a bitch!” I yelled through the aches, forcing myself to my feet. “Get away from him!”

The marshal’s strong hand clamped down on my shoulders in a vise-like grip. “Careful how you talk to the prophets, Elijah.”

It was a friendly warning, but there was an undertone of protective threat to it. The Tellurians were vital to keeping us off the ground and away from the werewolves, so most folks treated them akin to royalty. I, on the other hand, was nothing but a half-breed brakeman. Harper’s deference to the man who’d just electrocuted my friend made me furious.

I tried to pull away from the big lawman, but I was weak as a kitten after my body’s unnatural bout of regeneration and subsequent fight with the furback. The marshal easily held me in place as his men crowded up around the Tellurian and Henry, rifles at the ready. I saw that they hadn’t unchambered the single silver round each carried; with the wolf gone, that could only mean one thing.

“Don’t you shoot him, don’t you dare, you cowardly pieces of shit!” I screamed, fighting to get free of the marshal with newfound strength. Harper shook his head and clamped down harder, fingers digging into my collarbone as I struggled. His men barely spared me a glance. They were waiting on the Tellurian’s judgment.

“I recognize this child; he passed the tests recently. He is one of ours,” came the muffled voice from behind the respirator. The Tellurian stared around him with those blank goggles, daring any to challenge his authority. “We will lay him to rest in accordance with our traditions. As he has earned.”

“Eli!” Henry shouted out, pain lacing his every word. “Don’t let them take me! I just want to go home! Eli, please help me!”

Marshal Harper wasn’t expecting me to swing on him, and my glove’s metal lining gave the punch some weight when I hit the side of his head, nearly breaking my own hand in the process. I struggled free of the dazed lawman and rushed toward Henry and his executioner, fully intending to send the Tellurian sailing through the air after the werewolf before he could kill my friend.

“Subdue him,” the storm prophet ordered.

The lawmen tackled me as the Tellurian bent over Henry. At first, they tried just holding me back. When I refused to sit still though, their fists started in on me. I struggled to keep sight of Henry.

The whine of the Tellurian’s apparatus cycling back up made my scalp tingle; he spread his fingers above Henry’s body while arcs of electricity began to flash across the coils on his shoulders. Electricity popped and sputtered as the storm prophet let it build. The Tellurian stood motionless, hands over Henry, and a moment later arcs of energy snapped down and into my friend’s body in bright, jagged flashes.

Henry screamed as the pulses surged into him.

The Tellurian continued to torture Henry, jolting him with small arcs and studying the twitching body of my friend with a cold interest. I headbutted one of the deputies holding me and kicked another, lashing out where I could, struggling to get free and stop the slow death of my friend.

“Eli! Oh, God, make him stop! Help me!” wept Henry.

The last thing I heard was him screaming in pain and fear. Then the marshal’s rifle butt slammed into the back of my head and sent me spiraling into darkness.
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Chapter 4







“Well, ain’t you just a pretty sight.”

Nightmares of fangs flashing like lightning in the dark and claws peeling my skin from my body clung tight while I struggled to wake up. My head felt like a horseshoe on an anvil. The grogginess made the room spin like a tornado when I finally got my eyes open. It took a few minutes for the twister to clear from out of my head.

When it did, I found myself in a broken-down bed with patched covers. A single oil lantern hung from a hook overhead, illuminating quarters that were cramped, even by Wardenclyffe standards. The light spilled down on dog-eared science books I’d had drilled into me as a child, sitting in a sturdy bookcase secured to the wall. Resting atop the bookcase, fastened down by bolts in the base of its frame, was the faded photo of a solemn black man and white woman in wedding clothes posing for their portrait. It was the only picture I had of my parents, and the only memory of them that hadn’t been supplied by my grandma.

Knickknacks that reminded her of the times before the Blood Panic cluttered Maude’s tiny room, hemmed in by a mishmash of straps and netting, making an already claustrophobic space even worse. My own bed, a one-piece cushion on two chains for pulling it flush against the wall, was in the next room, hanging above Henry’s empty berth. We’d all shared the caboose on the Heaven’s Grace, and while it was nice to have a spot away from the rest of the city, if the three of us ever tried to take a breath at the same time we’d suffocate.

A sob choked my throat as the memory of what had happened to Henry came rushing back. I struggled to sit upright against the tightly-drawn covers.“Stop that.” Maude used her corncob pipe to bop me on the head from where she sat beside me. It didn’t hurt, but it sure brought you up short and made you listen.

Despite being blind as a bat, she’d always been irritatingly accurate with it. She harrumphed and stuck the unlit pipe back between her stained and chipped porcelain teeth. Maude chewed the stem in unconscious frustration; tobacco was as rare as hen’s teeth, and she saved it only for special occasions.

“Henry?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from breaking.

“Gone,” my grandma said. “Tellurians took him, from what Marshal Harper said. Good riddance; that Walker boy wants to wallow with the groundhogs, then I says let him.”

Maude had reacted badly when she’d heard Henry went in for the tests, seeing it as a betrayal of years of training for him to jump ship like that. She hadn’t called him ‘that Walker boy’ for near on five years. I didn’t blame her. I’d given Henry constant grief about his choice as well, but more because I’d miss him than anything else.

“No! He didn’t want to go. The damn Tellurian was electrocuting him, he . . . he wouldn’t stop.”

Maude didn’t say anything. Her silence was louder than any shouting. Instead, she chucked a rolled-up bundle onto the bed and glowered. The heavy canvas felt familiar, and with a knot of dread in my stomach I unrolled it. It was my hot-suit’s jacket. Gaping tears in the fabric revealed the mostly-intact chain mail underlay. But she hadn’t brought the clothes in to just have me stitch them up. There was an accusation in her milky eyes as she chewed the pipe, staring off into space.

“You boys went hunting for the wolf, didn’t you?” she rasped. There was a restrained fury in her voice I hadn’t heard in years.

“No, ma’am, we did not.”

“Elijah Aloysius Kelly, don’t you lie to me.”

I swallowed hard. She only used my full name right before she lit in on me, but I stuck my jaw out. “I ain’t. We were pulling folks out from the crash when we heard a noise down where the engine had impacted. Found it there. Wish we hadn’t.”

Maude sat there with a sour look on her wrinkled face, mulling over what I’d said. She was a canny old biddy, and she’d tan me twice as hard if she thought I was lying. After a few moments she gave a grunt, apparently satisfied I wasn’t fibbing, and stood up. At a little less than five feet tall and half of that wide, she still felt like she towered my own lanky six-foot frame, and probably always would. She limped toward the door, knowing the interior of the Heaven’s Grace well enough to navigate it at a run. There were times when she’d had to.

Maude paused at the door and growled back over her shoulder without turning around. “Patch that jacket. You been down nearly a day, and the storms are coming in. You’ll have twice the work now that the Walker boy done gone and got himself killed.”

My mouth went dry. “He’s dead?”

“Course he is. Tellurians dragged him off and finished the job after poking and prodding him for a while. That’s what they do to any fool who goes and gets himself bit.”

There was a strange coldness to her tone, still angry. Did she blame me for what had happened to Henry? She wasn’t the only one. If I hadn’t insisted we climb down off the tower to get involved, we would’ve never even seen the werewolf.

It was my fault Henry was dead.

I tamped down the guilt when she left. Wallowing in it wasn’t going to put the chickens back in the hen house, no matter how much wailing I did. Throwing off the covers, I found myself wearing just my long johns. Made sense; Maude wouldn’t have put me to bed with my dirty hot-suit on. But something itched at the back of my mind, a detail I felt I should be worried about. Ignoring it, I hurried back to my own section of the caboose for thread and needle to fix the jacket.
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